by Win Winship
The article that follows is part of the Schizophrenia Bulletin's ongoing First Person Accounts series. We hope that mental health professionals-the Bulletin's primary audience-will take this opportunity to learn about the issues and difficulties confronted by consumers of mental health care. In addition, we hope that these accounts will give patients and families a better sense of not being alone in confronting the problems that can be anticipated by persons with serious emotional difficulties. We welcome other contributions from patients, ex-patients, or family members. Our major editorial requirement is that such contributions be clearly written and organized, and that a novel or unique aspect of schizophrenia be described, with special emphasis on points that will be important for professionals. With some animation, she tells me about her courses at the "University-Without-Walls." She is very tired, she says, because she was up late the past few nights studying and practicing chords on the piano, 156 of them. She has to be able to identify any one of them for her final exam. She expects to pass, even though she's never played the piano.
We trudge down the hill to the gardens. Amid the flowerless shrubs, standing tall, defiant against last week's freezing rain that bends them to the ground, is a quiescent waterfall and fish pond; the water runs empty except for soggy black leaves. "One of the patients here designed this park, but I think he's gone now." I notice her left foot dragging slightly. It does that when she gets tired. I suggest we start back to her unit.
Retracing our steps back up the hill, something comes to me, something I have denied for 9 years. Not the pain-no, no denying that-but the fact that she may not leave here this time. Before, I had known she would get better, and she did. But each time it has taken longer for her to recoup her losses-more medication, more effort-and this time, she seems not so fervent or angry or committed to her cause. She seems, in fact, quite content. Her hallucinations aren't nearly so bothersome as they once were; they're not all bad, she assures me, some quite pleasant, actually.
I reckon that now she has crossed over the line that once she drew between herself and "the dopies and the droolies and the druggies." I brood that maybe there is nothing in my world to draw her back. Heretofore, when the "real world" had become too much for her, she would "dip in and out of psychosis"-or so her therapist said. But now her stays in the never-never land seem to be growing longer and the drugs and psychotherapy less effective. Someday, I feel sure, she will slide irretrievably into the world of her own making and not come backand what will I tell myself then? The time, the effort, the expertise that has gone into her care and keeping-it was all for naught?
She leads me to what she calls her favorite place, a slab of concrete with a dozen picnic tables stacked away for the season, echoes that there once was a summer. She stops to extract a cigarette from the pocket of her jacket, but she has no match. She stops a fellow patient passing by for a light.
Why does her madness repel me? Why do I ache at the thought of her slipping into an oblivion where I cannot follow? She functions well here. She has everything she needs: food, shelter, friends, caretakers. Why can't I let her go? She's better off here, without me. They can give her everything I can ... and more. They can give her what I and the world can't: permission to be crazy.
Clouds to the west mount as the sun hides just beyond the horizon. The air is as still and cold as the stone steps leading to the residence hall. She says something about the job she might get when she graduates to the halfway house. But there is no future in her voice. And as I have no future to offer her either, we turn toward the place from whence we came.
Here in the usually noisy and always smoke-filled C-2 recreation room, I deposit her, a fragment of my loss and helplessness, and then I walk to my car. I bury whatever grief I can in the night and the cold, knowing it will be resurrected the next time I come-just as surely as the picnic tables will be spread out in the spring and the waterfall will be turned on.
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